M y graduate school adviser and mentor, Howard Raiffa, died on July 8, 2016-92 years young. He was like a father/grandfather to me-so much so that a photo of the two of us has always been on my desk.
One can read about the academic accomplishments and scholarly achievements of Howard Raiffa in an interview in Statistical Science 1 or even his own autobiography. 2 Instead, I want to share a few anecdotes about Howard Raiffa-the man-the mensch, a term ''meaning a person of integrity and honor . . . implying the rarity and value of that individual's qualities.'' 3 I was introduced to the name ''Howard Raiffa'' during my undergraduate studies at Yale. Occasionally, I wandered the underground Cross Campus Library to look at titles in the applied math section. I stumbled on Games and Decisions 4 and enjoyed reading Professor Raiffa's classic text in my spare time.
I met Howard in the spring of 1985 when I was making a big decision-where to attend graduate school. We met in his office at the Kennedy School of Government to discuss my decision between MIT and Harvard. Here I was, in the office of the man who had ''planted'' the first decision tree, and his response was, ''Both are great choices. You could flip a coin.'' He paused. I was shocked. And then he said, ''But I want you to come to Harvard.'' I was smitten-and sold.
The Decision Sciences program was brand new at Harvard; Howard was one of the directors. However, given his teaching commitments at the Kennedy School, Howard played a limited role in the program that first year. Fortunately, he gave a guest lecture in John Pratt's decision theory course, and once again, I was smitten. After that talk, I made my second appointment with Howard-I just had to work with him! I asked if I could work with him that summer as a research assistant, and he was enthusiastic about the idea.
My main task that summer was to edit Lotus 1-2-3 spreadsheets and edit and write text for an ''audiographic dialogue'': a series of recorded lectures about decision making supplemented with handouts and electronic spreadsheets. Howard thought it would be more educational and entertaining if he made this learning series a dialogue. The cast would feature himself, as the teacher, and 2 students: Ann, a student who knew something about classical statistics, and Jay, a student who really didn't know much at all about statistics. By preparing those dialogues, I learned a lot about decision theory and about the differences between Bayesian and classical statistics. Even more fun, toward the end of the summer, when the script and spreadsheets were completed, it was time to record. We had always assumed I would play the role of ''Jay.'' Howard asked me if I knew anyone to play the role of ''Ann,'' so I suggested my wife, Lisa, which was particularly amusing since she was a relative novice about statistics. We enjoyed recording the series knowing full well that ''Jay'' actually knew much more about statistics than ''Ann'' didwell, at least in real life! I enjoyed the smattering of jokes and quips throughout the audiographic dialogue. Things like his dream about becoming a basketball player or coach (I don't remember which), about the ''militaryindustrial complex,'' how Amos Tversky (a cognitive and mathematical psychologist) was one of his heroes, and how preposterior analysis would be called ''preposterous analysis'' by his students. Typically, he found ways to make learning entertaining.
One of my favorite stories about how I got into medical decision making came from that summer experience. As one of my responsibilities that summer, Professor Raiffa asked me to sit in on conversations he was having with one of his mentees, Camilla ''Kitty'' Tulloch, an orthodontic surgeon who was participating in a decision sciences fellowship at the Harvard School of Public Health. Kitty shared with me some articles in medical decision making; I thought this was a brilliant application of decision science methods. But there were relatively few decision analyses specifically in the field of dentistry. Professor Raiffa had asked her to describe a clinical problem in dentistry, and the plan was for them to attempt to characterize it using a decisionanalytic approach. Kitty wrote several pages of text and I remember Howard shaking his head saying, ''This is way too complicated. We need something simple.'' I reached into my backpack and pulled out a small envelope containing recent X-ray films of my wisdom teeth.
Kitty held the films up to the light. ''These need to come out. ''That doesn't sound so good.'' Kitty had her idea. She ran with it. She and Alexia Antczak-Bouckoms, another dentist who became a colleague and friend, wrote papers on the cost-effectiveness of the removal of mandibular third molars. Their findings were published in the New York Times 5 as well as academic journals. 6, 7 (Alexia since told me their work began before that conversation; although I believe her, I like my version of the story better!) I always appreciated meeting in Howard Raiffa's office. Among other things, his collection of books was wonderful. But most impressive in his office, on top of 2 to 3 filing cabinets, was a set of redbound volumes-it looked like an encyclopedia. It was all the dissertations for which he was an adviser; the names on the bindings read like a ''Who's Who of Decision Analysis.'' It is estimated that Raiffa supervised over 100 dissertations, and he was most proud of these doctoral students.
Fast forward to the second semester in my third year of graduate school. I was working on problems in auction theory, an idea presented to me in discussions during the previous summer. But I wasn't into it, and my goal of becoming a business school professor didn't make sense to me. I had never even been to Wall Street! I met with Professor Howard, nearly in tears. As always, he rationally reassured me. I expect most academics do not have fond memories of their time in graduate school. It can be a period of isolation, particularly while working on one's dissertation. Howard, however, was a supportive adviser. He made simple, meaningful accommodations for me-we often met at his home in Belmont, a much easier drive for me than making the trek to the Business School-and we would go through the dissertation ''in real time.'' He would mark sections of the dissertation requiring elaboration, and I would respond weeks later with an updated section and an additional section for him to review.
In the course of my graduate studies, Professor Raiffa shared with me an unpublished manuscript that he wrote titled Writing Mathematics. His message-that mathematics should be written in natural English sentences-became a central tenet of my own writing.
Rather than provide answers, Howard would always ask, ''What do you think?'' I try to model my teaching and advising style after him. He believed, and I agree, it is better that a student state an answer and justify it than that a teacher give a quick answer. Let students think, and then ask for a teacher's opinion or critique.
Through several drafts and the birth of twins along the way, I completed the dissertation. At the graduation ceremony, I gave Howard a gigantic hug when he presented me with my diploma. My parents later told me I started a tradition: every graduate who followed me hugged their adviser! After I moved to Texas, Howard and I remained in touch over the years, and I sometimes got to see him when I went to Boston. I regret missing the colloquium sponsored by Harvard Business School in Raiffa's honor in October 1994-my college buddy's wedding and the Society for Medical Decision Making (SMDM) annual meeting were held at the exact same time! But I was glad all the other (approximately 12) doctoral students from our Decision Sciences program attended. The papers from that festschrift are an impressive collection. 8 The supplemental material includes a poem that I wrote in honor of the occasion.
Many SMDMers met Howard and Estelle Raiffa in 2011 when Howard received the SMDM Career Achievement Award. Howard was one of the kindest men in the world, and Estelle is definitely among the kindest women! They were high school sweethearts, married for 72 years. What a joy to be with them.
I last saw Howard in San Francisco in November 2014 when he was honored by the Decision Analysis Society for the 50th anniversary of the field of decision analysis. This was a momentous occasion for him, for Estelle, and the field of decision analysis. I was proud to be selected to give one of the talks for this 1-day conference. The earlier talks focused on the lives of Howard Raiffa and Ronald Howard. The later talks were on the history of the field and then its future. I had 4 minutes to speakand not surprisingly, I talked about clinical decision analysis. 9 At that point in the day, Howard was exhausted, so he did not get to hear my remarks. But I tried to convey to the audience-as I'm trying to do now-how influential Howard Raiffa was for me and how influential his contributions to decision analysis were to every area of decision making, including our field of medical decision making.
In the acknowledgments in their book The Manager as Negotiator, Lax and Sebenius 10 wrote, To Howard Raiffa Whose clarity of thought and expression inspire us, Whose support as advisor and mentor made this book possible, and Whose warmth and sincerity as a human being are a joy.
Indeed, for those that knew him, Howard Raiffa was a mensch-a true human being. He was a role model and inspiration for many in the decision sciences, and he touched many with his generosity and sense of humor. He will be missed.
